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RÉSUMÉ
Cet article étudie pour la traduction et la traductologie l’utilité des classifications et 
descriptions générales de l’ironie émanant des domaines de la critique littéraire, de la 
théorie littéraire et de la pragmatique. L’auteur suggère que les critères philosophiques 
et génériques adoptés dans ces domaines ne peuvent être appliqués à l’analyse de l’iro-
nie dans la traduction, bien que la traduction de l’ironie soit un procès d’interprétation 
et de reformulation créative. C’est le cas en particulier quand on essaie de rendre l’ironie 
dans deux langues aux typologies différentes, telles que l’anglais et l’arabe, dans un type 
textuel spécifique, comme le commentaire politique. La traduction de l’ironie exige une 
approche plus objective et appliquée susceptible d’identifier les dispositifs formels et 
rhétoriques de l’ironie ; elle requiert, plus exactement, une analyse linguistique à même 
de mettre en relief, sur le plan de la phrase comme sur le plan du discours, la fonction 
communicative des textes d’ironie.
ABSTRACT
This paper investigates the question of whether the classifications and general descrip-
tions of irony, as true as they may seem, are plausible enough for enquiries into areas 
such as translation. The generic and philosophical analysis criteria provided by the liter-
ary criticism, literary theory and pragmatic approaches hover around broad interpretive 
models of irony. These criteria are impractical for the analysis of irony for translation 
purposes, although the translation of irony relies essentially on interpretation and creative 
reformulation. This is particularly the case when dealing with typologically distant lan-
guages, such as Arabic and English, in a specific text-type. To be able to “work” with 
ironic texts there is a need for a more objective and applicable approach, which consid-
ers the identification of formal and rhetorical devices of ironic texts, hence a linguistic 
analysis that explains the communicative function of these devices at both the utterance 
and discourse structure levels.
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deviant  stylistic  choices  and  the  reader’s  responses  ought  to  be  negotiated  in  the 
process and each militates against the other. Ironic devices are, at the functional level, 









texts  (PCTs)  in  Arabic  and  English  published  in  Australia  will  be  discussed  for 
illustration. 
2. The concept of irony in literary theory and pragmatic studies







can almost argue that humour kept  the Arab spirit going  in  the darkest of recent 



















ate  to  the  ostensible  meaning,  in  which  we  speak  of  ‘heavy  irony’.”  (1982:  54) 
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2.1. Irony in pragmatic studies
I now turn to recent pragmatic studies on this rather complex definition of irony for 







part,  on  the  information  it  conveys  about  the  speaker’s  attitude  to  the  opinion 
echoed.” This broad “echoic mention” (1995: passim) insight, i.e., referential property 
of utterances  to something said or happened,  is valid  to critical analysis of verbal 
irony in PCTs.






























structure  the more  specific  context  in which  the  said  can brush up  against  some 
unsaid in such a way that irony and its edge come into being.” (1995: 154) She hastens 
to doubt, however,  the potential of  this structuring  function to  lead directly  to “a 




(1995:  154-155)  Considering  the  text  type  at  hand,  a  more  assertive  claim  to 
Hutcheon’s general and cautious position on the structuring and interpretive func-
tion of ironic markers can be made on two accounts: 1) ‘all’ markers of irony in PCTs 































interplay between “pragmatic  framing devices  [and]  textual design and discourse 
organisation” (2005: 166).
This emphasis on style, structure and texture is not developed, however, neither 
through  the  analyses  of  the  “symptomatic  according  to  the  analyst’s  judgement” 
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iree  in  the participation  framework.”  (2004: 176)  ‘Participation’  is also covered by 
Halliday’s  (1994)  functional  theory,  and, more  specifically,  in  stylistic/pragmatic 
analysis and  translation models  (e.g., Crystal and Davy 1969; House 1977). Other 






















Modern  linguistic  translation  theories  commonly  engage  macrolinguistic 
approaches (e.g., language variations: temporal, geographic, participation, social role 
relationships,  discourse  rhetorical  functions),  coupled  with microlinguistic  ones 
(namely,  textual  realisation:  texture,  structure, grammar and  lexis). These models 
are derived mainly from rigorous applications of disciplines such as discourse, text 



















in  titles,  epigraphs,  as well  as parallelism and  the  juxtaposition of  incompatibles; 















of  ancient Arab writers  such  as Al-Jahiz  and  Ibn  al-Muqaffa’  tackled  the  concept 
of  irony  in  their  style  of  writing. Mruwwah  (1986)  describes  some  of  the  tactics 
used by Al-Jahiz as follows: personification of the abstract, symbolism, exaggeration, 















devices and their  interaction with  the  immediate contextual meaning and overall 
message. These devices are analysable and some are predictable and even replicable 
as  they become  institutionalised. This  agrees with Bally’s  (1952)  claim  that many 
expressive  signs  become  socialised,  and  questions Hutcheon’s  generalisation  that 
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ing devices,  it  is  logical  for  this  endeavour  to  invoke  theoretical  frameworks  that 





ing  point  in  the  process  of  analysing  irony  in PCTs  (the main  ingredient  for  the 
formulation of message) is its stylistic features with due consideration to contextual 
and intertextual dimensions, while the translation of irony in these texts (the pos-
sible strategies with which the message can be communicated  into  the  target  lan-
guage) starts from the analysed message but ultimately aspires to achieve a stylistic 
equivalent. 
3. A multi-disciplinary approach to ironic inferencing through  
























dimensions. The  ideational  function constructs a model of experience and  logical 
relations; it implies that we must refer to our experience of the real world to encode 






rhetorical device         : / ‘made us dizzy,’ in the following utterance:
Example 1
Literal translation: The West has deafened our ears and made us dizzy by its abundant 
talk about democracies… 
























function of           / ‘made us dizzy’ is thematic, announcing the rejection of the claim 
and preparing the ground for a rebuttal (Hatim and Mason 1990) which is a feature 
of  commentary  writing.  Furthermore,  the  use  of  the  colloquial/standard  verb 
      / ‘to make dizzy’ is a tone marker of the speech that exerts on us an exaggerated 
illogical impact and gives an explicit indication of a potential ironic intention.
We can,  tentatively, deduce  from  the discussion of  the  example  above and  in 
conjunction with the three dimensional discourse functions mentioned, an interpre-
tive diagram for ironic devices in PCTs: 
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Figure 1
Three dimensional discourse function
SITUATIONAL  DISCURSIVE FUNCTION    CONTEXT
Field   =   ideational, experience of the world, culture  =   stylistic 
Tenor   =  interpersonal, social relationship, pragmatic  =  sociolinguistic
Mode   =  textual   =   rhetorical




explanation of  our  recognition of  the  force  of  devices.  In  the  above  example,  the 
felicity  condition,  i.e.,  the  requirement  of  a  normal  communicative  channel  was 
broken (cf. discussion on indirect speech acts and Grice’s maxims below), when we 
encountered the colloquial/standard         : /  ‘made us dizzy’ used in a metaphoric 
sense in writing. If we consider this a step further in  line with Fowler’s argument 
that  literary discourse has marked and unmarked illocutionary determinants,  the 
















further, with the consequences of this route for our perception of illocutionary 
structure.” [My emphasis] Based on this assumption, let us apply this point of view 
to the following understatement:                  / ‘the poor Salman Rushdie’ in the 
following utterance in an Arabic commentary text:
Example 2
Literal translation: The West made every effort it has, through its press, its broadcastings, 
its ambassadors and ministers, to talk, defend, communicate and argue in defence of the 
poor Salman Rushdie, who is threatened by the barbaric and backward Muslims, just 
because he wrote a book in which he expresses his opinion!!
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According to stylistics, in its ‘restricted context,’ (Fowler 1981) the adjective ‘poor’ is 
a mark of  irony, based on an  impressionistic, behaviouristic view. However,  com-
municatively,  we  can  predict  the  utterance’s  double meaning  from  the  semantic 








in the above example; 2)  the thesis  in the  introduction, which explicitly states the 
writer’s opposing opinion about the West’s claim of being the custodian of democracy 
(example  1  above  is  part  of  that  thesis). This  lexical/  textual  analysis,  ultimately, 
favours the illocutionary force that ‘Rushdie is a victim of Western democracy’ rather 
than the semantic meaning ‘Rushdie is a victim of the oppressive nature of Islam.’ 
3.1. Contribution of speech acts theory and cooperative principle  
to the interpretation of irony 
Assuming that irony is not liable to direct interpretation with reference to proposi-
tional meanings, as demonstrated by the examples above, Searle’s indirect speech act 
(e.g.,  performing  blaming with  praise),  that  is,  the  real  illocutionary  force  of  the 
utterance,  claim solution  to  the problem. Coulthard  (1985), however,  suggests  the 
need to limit the number of ways a given indirect speech act is made through refer-
ence to “reality, the constraints of the situation and the current speaker’s intentions 
for  the progress of  the  succeeding discourse.”  (1985: 30) Although  this  limitation 



















discourse  acts,  the  realisations  of  which  cannot  be  ‘closely  specified’  (Coulthard 
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1985). Searle approaches this lack of fit between grammar and discourse, in general, 










for  an  analysis  of  sanitised  texts/speeches. However,  suggesting  the  possibility  of 
devising rules for grammatical categories in multifarious natural language situations, 
in ironic writing in particular, and, ultimately, to make use of these rules to interpret 
ambiguities,  is  obviously  unachievable,  simply  because  of  the  unpredictable  vari-
ability of situations and open stylistic idiosyncrasies.
This  circular  argument  begs  a  few  questions. How  can  readers  infer  writers’ 
intentions without having to resort to a complicated analysis process? Put differently, 
is this the natural process interlocutors, written or oral, follow when they attempt to 
produce  or  infer  irony?  For  example,  when  an Arabic writer  uses  the  expression 
                        / ‘Napoleonic information,’ in the following utterance:
Example 
Literal translation: It seems that Mr Morgan’s Napoleonic information is at the level of 











mation,’ which in Arabic, normally collocates with         / ’secret’;           / ‘reliable,’ etc. 






























sible meaning  contradicts  their  intended  one,  still,  the  cooperative  principle  has 
useful application to the analysis of irony. 



















18] on markers’  implicitness  and  shared  context),  to name a  few of  the  strategies 
commonly used in this form of writing. 
This  prior  knowledge  or  expectation  of  the  speech  event  plays  a  crucial  role 
in  identifying  violations  of  Grice’s  (1975) maxims  encountered  in  editorials  and 
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conversational  norm breaching,  respectively.  Take  the  following  expression  using 
condition and contrast from a commentary:
Example 4
Still, if nothing else, these extra challenges* should raise Fahey’s profile. 
  [*  Extra  challenges  refer  here  to  the  tasks  of  implementing  a  suspicious  report  by  a  Royal 
Commission into some building industry, aiming at ‘destroying the power of the industry’s union,’ 
and appointing Fahey as a Housing Minister ‘to clear up the mess of a Homefund scheme.’]
This  expression  is  considered  ironic  given  the  setting  and  its  contribution  to  the 
utterance’s role as a structural sign, i.e., substantiating the ironic thesis of the argu-
ment in the introduction of the article below:
WHEN you are in trouble, one of the golden rules of politics is to call for a report. It is 
an almost fail­safe way of defusing an issue. The only exception to this rule is when you 









The  real  interpretation,  however,  involves  considering  this  strategy  in  correlation 








ing else …  ‘at  least,’ gives  the utterance  its  inference: Fahey  is assigned  the  job of 
cleaning the mess, and ‘he will benefit from it in the opinion polls’! 
A suggested translation into Arabic can be processed as follows:
Back­translation: And what adds insult to injury is that all of these extra ‘challenges’ 




and disapproval  into Arabic  through a handy fixed expression commonly used  in 









Collins* is an expert, in fact the champion, of avoiding trouble in the Greiner 
Government. Mud? He doesn’t even know what it is, and if he did, he’s had it dry-cleaned 
before anybody else saw it. 
 *[a former minister in the State of New South Wales, Australia]
There are three ironic devices in the above two utterances: 1) ‘expert and champion’: 
a rhetorical/lexical device featuring a praise in order to blame, realised by near-syn-




‘the best,’ which  is  also  in  textual  contrast with  the  subsequent  adjective  ‘trouble 
avoidance.’ This device gives rise to the violation of the maxim of quality and irony. 
‘Mud’ also has an evaluative and ironic effect, given the combination of its connota-
tive meaning  and  the  question mark.  Also,  the  rhetorical  question  ‘Mud?’  is  an 
anaphoric  reference  to political  troubles  in  the  text  and has  experiential  function 
because of its exophoric reference to current affairs and common usage as a defama-




sive device of  the main theme  ‘trouble, scandals,  landmines’  in the text. The little 
















by the evoked meaning of a common idiomatic expression                               / ‘he 
analysing irony for translation    45
 01.Meta 54.1 corr.indd   45 3/24/09   12:18:52 PM





substantiating  the  thesis  ‘Collins  is known as…’. As a  result,  the question/answer 




Back­translation: Collins is known as one of the experts, or rather one of the champi-
ons of evading scandals in the Greiner Government, for he gets out of sticky situations 



















tain  conventional  strategies  that  delight  the  reader  but  at  the  same  time  call  for 
analysis and reading between the lines. 
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